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In Scripting Addiction, linguistic anthropologist E. Summerson Carr
(2010) beckons readers to imagine a world in which you do not have the basic
means of survival (e.g. shelter, money for food and transportation). The only
way to get access to these things is to engage in “traditional ceremonial practices” through which specialists work to teach you how to use language to
“reference and reveal your inner states” (Carr 2010:1). The specialists believe
that talking this way shows your “individual integrity, morality, and health,” so
they judge your ability and willingness to reveal your inner states every time
you speak (Carr 2010:1). All of this is happening to you because you “have
been diagnosed with what the natives consider to be an incurable, if treatable
disease. This disease is characterized by the inability to use language to express
what you think and feel” (Carr 2010:1).
This is the world of American addiction treatment and of Fresh Beginnings, the program for female addicts in Chicago that is the site of Carr’s clinical ethnography. Carr’s relationship with Fresh Beginnings began when she
was working on her Master’s Degree in Social Work. Carr was struck by the
emphasis placed on clients’ ways of speaking. This ethnography is the result of
three-and-a-half years of research which seeks to understand why therapists in
Fresh Beginnings expend so much energy attending to clients’ language use in
order to address their addictions (Carr 2010:2).
In a theoretically and ethnographically dense account, Carr takes us
into board meetings, group therapy sessions, smoke breaks on the front porch,
conversations in the halls, and interviews she had with clients. Carr shows how
the ideology of inner reference, the idea that language refers to preexisting phenomena that are internal to the speakers, is present both in broader American
culture and in the everyday work of counselors at Fresh Beginnings (2010:4,
124-5, 224). For example, feelings such as guilt or shame are assumed to exist
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within the individual psyche as opposed to being constituted through linguistic
interaction. Carr shows how genuinely well-meaning therapists control access
to necessities such housing, childcare, transportation, and groceries. This control is incredibly consequential for clients’ lives and goes as far as to involve
reports to parole officers and child protective services. To access services and
avoid further sanctions, clients must show that they also believe in the ideology
of inner reference and demonstrate their own ability to locate and name their
inner states (for example: desires, thoughts, feelings, and memories), which it
is assumed their addictions lead them to deny. In a particularly poignant vignette, Carr follows Nikki as she performs therapeutic scripts, “…a kind of
text whose author…is not the same person as its animator,” to convince her
therapist not to call child protective services (2010:192). The stakes, Carr
shows, are very high with risks such as the possible loss of the right to parent
one’s children. It is not a surprise then, that clients develop a strong metalinguistic awareness as they work to learn what is expected of them, practicing
their performances, and strategically reproducing these scripts (a practice they
call flipping a script).
Chapters two, four, and five offer a discussion of encounters between
clients and case managers, the use of therapeutic metalanguage, and how
scripts remain tied to roles (such as “client” or “counselor”) throughout a range
of institutional contexts. However, the heart of the main argument is in chapters one, three, and six. In chapter one, Carr argues that there is a cultural connection between American conceptualizations of economic dependency and
chemical dependency which has resulted in structural issues such as gender
discrimination or lack of employment opportunities being discursively framed
as psychological issues. She draws on linguistic data from Clinton-era welfare
reform to show that the discourse of addiction is strongly associated with the
discourse of welfare dependency, and further describes how institutions create
personhood through various cultural icons such as “welfare queens” which
serve to personify and individualize economic and social problems (Carr
2010:25).
In chapter three, Carr traces the history of American psychotherapy
and shows how addiction has come to be known as a discourse of denial in
which it is assumed that addicted people deny their true experiences, problems,
needs, feelings, and ultimately, their true selves (2010:85-90). Carr suggests
that this treatment assumption is not unique to Fresh Beginnings, but aligns
with mainstream clinical scholarship on addiction. She draws on rich ethno-
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graphic data to show how therapists at Fresh Beginnings employ their beliefs
about addiction in their work with clients. Since addiction is primarily understood as a disease of denial, the counselor’s job is focused on fostering the
ability to be aware of one’s inner states (2010:107-119). Carr shows that rather
than encourage clients to reflect upon their feelings and experiences, counselors “impart what it means to speak like, and therefore be, a healthy and valuable American person as well as a recovering addict” (2010:13, original emphasis). Thus, healthy speech supersedes all other treatment focuses at Fresh Beginnings. As Carr states, “the primary goal of treatment was not to encourage
clients to willfully act but instead to see their inner states, including what they
willed” (2010:91).
Finally, chapter six demonstrates how clients do not passively accept
the linguistic socialization at Fresh Beginnings. Instead, they flip scripts, strategically performing them, after carefully observing and learning what is expected of them. Carr aligns this finding with broader practice theory by arguing
that the practice of flipping a script demonstrates that people do not have to
appear to resist practices to politically maneuver within power structures, as
Foucauldian theories of power assume (Carr 2010:226). Instead, even as the
women of Fresh Beginnings reproduce the prescribed scripts giving them additional authority, they are resisting control over their lives and the ideas of personhood that are imparted to them in their treatment experiences.
Control over the distribution of basic resources is one reason, Carr
argues, that American addiction treatment must be understood as inherently
political. However, Carr goes beyond linking material resources (e.g. housing
and access to food) to power and shows how therapeutic discourses (in which
the primary treatment method is, after all, talk) are also political. Considering
the emphasis on talk therapy in mental health treatment, it is somewhat surprising that Carr offers one of the first in-depth studies that links language ideology to mental health treatment regimes. Others have discussed narrative and
identity in the psychoanalytic process, but Carr is unique in arguing that, “one
must understand the politics of language in order to appreciate the complex
stakes of clinical interventions” (2010:22). Additionally, the pervasive ideology of inner reference at Fresh Beginnings limits what can be discussed to only
inner references. With such limitations repeatedly maintained by counselors,
clients are prevented from evaluating and critiquing the institution. A final
reason Carr argues that addiction treatment must be understood as political is
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that clients can, and do, politically act through their performances of institutional scripts.
Carr’s conclusion offers several implications and future directions for
social workers. Of note, she suggests that social workers should be trained in
the methods and skills of ethnography. She suggests that these skills would
help social workers better suit their clients’ needs through inductive approaches to their work and through a recognition of, “how sites of social service practice, no matter how clinically oriented, are also always cultural and political” (Carr 2010:229). Additionally, Carr argues that because of its pervasiveness, reworking the concept of denial is the single change that would have the
largest effect in mainstream addiction treatment. Carr suggests that a less popular approach called Motivational Interviewing avoids assuming denial is endemic to addiction and avoids assuming words reflect inner states. She is currently studying this approach.
While Carr describes several important implications of her work for
social workers, her brief concluding discussion (spanning a mere three pages)
of six main theoretical points addressed by the book may leave anthropologists
wishing for more future directions for theory and research. For example, what
future direction does her analysis of power in addiction treatment imply? What
does her finding that “people can anticipate how they are expected to speak
and make use of given scripts” imply for the study of metalinguistic awareness
(Carr 2010:225)? The strong descriptive analysis throughout the book seems to
stop short of the broad theorizing work that such detailed ethnography is wellsuited for and that could offer many fruitful directions for anthropological
scholarship. Nonetheless, by connecting micro-level linguistic practice with
macro-level social structures (especially ideologies of welfare and linguistic
ideologies of health), Scripting Addiction offers an in-depth analysis that spans
multiple levels. While it is her analysis of language ideologies that truly make
this work stand out, the book should be of interest to cultural anthropologists,
medical anthropologists, linguistic anthropologists, and social workers for its
strong interweaving of all of these areas and for its acute insight into the ways
that language is political in American addiction treatment.

